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There is a dearthofpublishedmaterialexploring
thePhD 'vivavoce' examinationas a particular
social encounterwhere a critical relationship
obtainsbetweendoctoralstudentand examiners,
and among examinersthemselves;such indeed
occursin a contextof imprecisecriteriaand role
ambiguity.The paper examinestheproblemsof
viva dynamics, arguing for a better
understanding.of how and why a viva is a
'lottery'.
'Onecannotavoidhavingtoobjectifythe
objectifyingsubject'
Pierre Bourdieu(1988,p.xii).
Preamble
THERE IS TODAY anincreasingemphasisonreflexiveaccountsas an integralandpublic
aspectofsociologicalresearch(e.g.Burgess1984,
p.l; Sociology,specialissueon auto/biography,
27, 1, 1993).Reflectingon theveryprocessof
doing research is one of the foremost
contemporarydevelopmentsandadmissionsin the
socialsciences.An interestingamountof literature
is increasinglybeingfocusedona methodological
critiqueof sociologicalpractice,applyingthe
sociological imagination inward and
introspectivelyto 'makethefamiliarstrange',to
widen,democratiseandliberalisethe narrative
abouthowthingsgetdone.
TheArgument.
My taskhereis to brieflybutcritically'think
aloud'aboutonesuchprocessattheveryheartof
sociology,bothas a professionas well as an
academicdiscipline.I am referringto one
particularaspectof the doctoralprocess,the
ultimateacademichurdlewhich confersthe
equivalentof a professionalwarranto erstwhile
apprenticesof academe.My projectstemsin part
froma realisationthatthedoctoralexerciseis
itselfamanifestationf asocialpracticeandisnot
- shouldnot.- be exemptfromthescrutinising
methodofsociology.
Inthiscontext,I wouldarguethatthereis more
to be saidaboutthe vivavoceencounter,the
doctoraldefencewhichis meantto markthe
"successfulcompletionofa long,arduousbut
ultimatelyrewardingexperience"(Smith1991,
p.56).Theeventis a problematiconebecauseit
mayoftenfail toacknowledgeandtorendermore
explicithetensionbetweenbeingexaminers,peers
and/orexaminees;normaytheactorsinvolvedbe
preparedenoughforwhattheymayinterpretasa
merelyformaloccasion.
DoctoralResearchasProcess
One setof theevergrowingamountof
literaturefocusingonthedoctoralexperiencet nds
to beevaluative,strictlyin termsof outputand
quantitativeinvestigation(e.g.Achor& Morales
1990;Baird1990;Rau& Leonard1990).Other
textsaresomewhats rategicallycast,outlininga
fairly standardisedadvicepackageon research
designandthesiswriting(e.g.Allan & Skinner
1991;Becker 1986;Dunleavy1986;Murell
1990).A dearthneverthelessremainsin treating
thedoctoraleventasaprocessandasthecontext
forveryparticularsocialencounters.Theseform
hithertoinvisiblenarratives,or 'insidestories'
(Tayeb1991);possiblyperpetuatingthemyththat
theexerciseislonely,asocialandself-sustaining.
Onecrucialdoctoraldynamicis,of course,the
student-supervisorrelationship.This dyadic
encounterhasbeenevaluatedasexemplaryof role
probkmsencounteredin thepursuitof research,
withmanypossiblevariationsworthanalysing,not
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onlyfor perfl1nctoryeasons,butfor thecrucial
importancethattherelationshipenjoyswithinthe
certificationprocess. As with every other
relationshipntendedtolastanddeliver,it becomes
imperativetoestablishacorrectrolepatternwhich
servesas a benchmarkwherebythetwoparties
involvedenterinto a mutuallybeneficialand
productiveprocessof management(e.g.ESRC
1992;Martindale1979;Phillips1980,1987).
But whatremainsgenerallymissingfromthe
literatureis anyconsiderationof anothercrucial
rolerelationship,just asmuchpartandparcelof
thedoctoralprocessandindeed,asI hopetoshow,
evenmoredifficulttounpack.I amreferringhere
totherelationshipbetweenstudentandexaminers
duringthePhD defence(thevivavoce).Although
far leaner in terms of time and personal
involvementthanthestudent-supervisordyad,the
interrelationshipsn a vivaaredifferentlycritical
tothedoctoraloutcome;moresoinvariantsofthe
Britishsystemwheresupervisorsarenotmembers
ofdoctoralexaminingboards.
A Sociology of Absence
The PhD world- particularlyin theBritish
system,wheretheprogrammeis stillveryloosely
structuredand'elusive'(Rubin& Davis1981)-
h(l$beencomparedto an 'ill definedlimbo'
(Wason 1974).My assessmentof a doctoral
defenceperse,basedonpersonalexperienceand
discussionswithcolleagues,is notdissimilar.The
crucialdistinctionbeingthat,whereasbooksand
papers which exploreand conceptualisethe
doctoral process have been publishedand
circulated,writingsabouthevivaencounterhave
beenconspicuousbytheirabsenceorelsebytheir
relativedisregardintextsbearingawiderscope.
Phillips& Pugh(1989)is atypicaltext,staple
andrecommendedreadingtothosestartingontheir
doctoraladventurein a British University.It
dedicatestwofull chapters(38pages)to student-
supervisorissues;but theoral examinationgets
lessthana pageof consideration.Smith(1991)
carriesa morepromisingtitle;butwhatexaminers
look for is understoodby the authorto refer
exclusivelyto the thesismanuscript.The viva
figures only as a cursoryappendagein a
Concluding paragraph. Burnham (1994)
perspicaciouslyacknowledgestheneedto dispel
someof themythologysurroundingtheviva;he
alsoquotesBecker(1986,p.167)in suggesting
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thatdoctoralcandidatesbringtheirsociological
craftto bearon theirownsituation.Still, viva
dynamicsarenotamongtheissuesconsideredby
thisauthorindetail.
Explanationsfor this'blackboxbias'arenot
difficultopropose.Thedoctoraloralexamination
is, in itself, a brief, temporalencounter.A
descriptionispithilyprovidedbyBurnham(1994,
p.31):
"Thecandidateis usheredintotheinternal'soffice
to shakehandswith theexternalhe/shemayhave
cited(evenrevered)butin allprobabilitynevermet.
Thisisfollowedbyapproximatelytwo/threehoursof
fitful conversationi whichthe candidatemakes
numerousnervousgaffes and the examiners
mechanicallytaketurnsprobingareasthatareoften
peripheralto the thesisbut reflect their area
specialisms".
Nonetheless,the eventis the crux of the
initiationceremony,animportant'rit depassage'
andthereforeremainsleastassailableto critique;
perhapsbecauseof themagicandmysterythatit
maybe meanto infuse.This is a processof
mystificationreadilycultivatedbyprofessors(the
highpriestsof thesociologicalcadres)to increase
thelegitimacyoftheirstandingandreducecritical
interferenceinto the discretionwhich they
invariablymustexerciseduringtheepisode.From
anorganisationalperspective,thesilencecanbe
readas theclosingof ranksby a bureaucracy
which considersthat viva data is classified,
perhapsbecauseit is potentiallyembarrassing-
arenotexaminers,afterall, onlyhuman?The
examinationmaythereforealsobeevaluatedasa
holy cow; a paradigm.Scrutinizingits inner
operationscanbeconstruedasanactof sabotage,
a disreputableenterprise.It canthereforel adto
reprisalswhich can seriouslydamageone's
standing,careerprospectsand respectamong
peersandeminentcolleaguesin the somewhat
incestuousworldofacademe.
Thereis alreadysketchyacknowledgementtha
the doctoraldefenceencounteris problematic.
Interestingly,Francis(1976),a non-sociologist,
commentson thenuancesof thedefinitionof a
doctoralthesisas "an originalcontributionto
knowledge",anebulousphrasewhichconstitutesa
potentialambiguity.Furthermore,concernswhich
havebecomeascendantin morerecentyears,and
oftenreflectedin amendedofficialguidelinesto
doctoralthesiswritingandpresentation,speakalso
in termsof a sufficientawarenessandgraspof
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methodologicalissues. The relationshipand
relativestatusofthe'what'andthe'how'canblur
furtherthedefinitionofthevivasituation.
VivaDynamics
But thesedeliberationsavoidcomingto grips
withanotherimportantdynamic.The examiners
areessentiallygatekeeperstotheprofession.They
stand to appraiseand judge the work as
satisfactoryandthereforeits authorasworthyof
joiningtheselectclub.Theerstwhilestudentcan
thereforesuperviseandexaminein turnthetheses
of otheraspirants.Sucha statementharboursa
camouflagedsituationof conflictof roles,a status
problemwhichmayprove.to be irreconcilable.
What indeed is the relationshipbetween
examinationandpeeracknowledgement?To what
extentis theviva a celebrationof professional
endorsement?What.istherespectiveauthorityof
thepartiesinvolved?
Theresolutionoftheseandsimilarquestionsi ,
at least to me, difficult yet fraught with
implicationsasto theactualprocedureof a viva
andon its all-importantrulingto thestudents.
Typically,studentshaveembarkedon anareaof
specialisedresearchwhichshouldplacethemat
thetopof thefield.Outof thepersonspresentat
theexamination,thestudentsoughthereforetobe
. bestplacedin termsof knowledgeandsubstantive
expertiseon thespecificsubjectmatterof their
thesis.The examiners,for their part, would
typicallyhavesomeexposure/competencein the
fieldunderscrutiny;theywouldalsobeatleastas
familiar as the studentswith the general
framework,theoreticalunderpinningsand/or
researchmethod(s)utilised.Nonetheless,their
privilegeis meantobebasednotonthesecriteria
butontheirroleasrepresentativesoftheacademic
peergrouptowhichthestudentsarehopingtogain
access(Phillips & Pugh 1989,p.124).Hence
situationscanarisein thevivawhereexaminers
mistakeor misinterprettheirprivilege,extending
this to; say, the interpretationof datawhere,
realistically,thestudentmayprovethestronger
party. Professionalauthoritymay be easily
confusedand replacedby the authorityof
knowledgeor technique(Freire1972,p.5?).The
viva is"notmeantto catcha personoutbutto
explorethe capacityfor originaland in-depth
thought(Parsloe1993,p.59).But is thereany
guaranteethatit will indeedendupdoingso?
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Students,in turn,maybehopelesslyforcedto
resolvea conflictof reaction:Shouldthey,onthe
strengthof theirdata,specialistknowledgeand
familiaritywiththetopic,go for a thoroughand
robustdefenceof theircontentandmethod,which
mayberewardedbutmayalsobeinterpretedasa
boutof exhibitionisticarroganceandexcessive
verve? Or else should they opt for an
accommodationto examiners'remarksand
judgements- unfair and unfoundedthoughthese
may be - which may thereforeappeasethe
examinerswhothuscreditthestudentswithnot
beingconceitedandpresumptuousbut opento
constructivecriticism?But then,maynotsuch
behaviourbe alternativelyinterpretedas cowed
servilityandevenasa non-defence?Arestudents
obligedto concoctthereand then a skilful
combinationof assertivenessandassent,a recipe
whichmust'learntheculture'(Bourdieu1977),
takinginto considerationthe temperamentof
examinersas well as the expectationsof the
universityorfacultytradition?
Eitherway,it maycostthestudentsheaward
of a PhD,or influencethenatureof thataward.
The power relationshiphovers hesitatingly
betweenoneofequality"andof inequality;withthe
studentsprobablyobliged,to clincha positive
outcome,tosatisfy,theirexaminers/peersthatthey
arebothexaminersandpeers.Thetransactional
selfofstudentsmustbecastasthatof anadultas
well as thatof a child;thatoneis openand
sympathetico criticismbutthatonecandefend
one'spointofview.
Theseareimportantconsiderationswhichgo
beyondthediscussionaboutthe.crammingand
anxietybeleagueringstudentsintherun-uptotheir
comprehensiveoralexamination(yVolenskyetal.
1980).
Viva examinersare boundto enrichthis
discussionbyarticulatingtheirownstrategies"and
constraintsastheyarebroughttobearin theviva
encounter.Examinersmay be more intentto
impress,not to contradictor to positively
complementeachotherin theirstudiedremarks,
ratherthan(or in preferenceto) listeningto and
engagingwiththestudentExaminersmayfeelthat
theirreputationis atstake,unlesstheysomehow
provetobemoreknowledgeableor.tobecapable
ofprisingopenanargument;hence,anelementof
critiq'lemaybeindulgedin perfunctorily.On the
otherhand,beingnominatedas doctoralthesis
examinersi notaneverydayoccurrenceandmay
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bea valuablea.dditionto one'scurriculumvitae.
This bonusnotwithstanding,examinersmayowe
otherfavoursto thesupervisorswho suggested
themasexaminersin thefirstplace.Hence,they
mayprovereluctantto offendandmayevenfeel
obligednottorocktheboat,nowthatit is in sight
of harbour.Probably,mostexaminersdonotenjoy
beingunpleasant,if anythingbecausethosewho
acquirea reputationfor beingdisagreeableor
unpredictable,simply don't get proposedas
examinersinthefirstplaceorthenexttimeround.
Hence,theyloseautin a processof semi-natural
selection.Thismaysoundscandalousallthemore
becauseit is meantto be treatedas esoteric
knowledge.
Doing the Viva
How thereforedoesonedo a viva? Doctoral
studentsapproachingtheiroral examinationare
oftenadvisedto rememberthat the viva is a
defence,andmeantto be one.This is precious
adviceto counterbalancetheoftenpositiveand
encouragingremarksmadewithallgoodintentions
by supervisors,fellow studentsand other
academicswhoknowthestudent'sworkandwho
gaugethatencouragementandpositivefeedback
arebestin thegoingcircumstance.This is, after
all,meantobe"thestudent'sday"(Parsloe1993,
p.59)and"a chanceto parade... hardearned
expertise"(Burnham1994,p.33).
But the.counselagainstcomplacencymasks
further,dubiousconsiderations.To whatextentis
avivameantobealottery?To whatextentis the
notionof a defenceto betakenliterally?Is the
Romandictum,thatattackis thebestmeansof
defence,applicabletoa doctoraloralexamination
encounter?Is the managementof one's examiners-
notto mentionthemanagementof theexaminers'
owninter-relationshipandrelativeassessmentof
eachother'sdiscretionandprivilege-as,ormore,
importantthanthesubstanceof one'sthesiswhen
it comestothefmalcrunch?1
1 A comparativebackdropwith thepracticein the
USNCanada is pertinenthere. The resort to a
dissertationcommitteeapproachmay complicate
certain issues (such as inter-examinertensions),
leaving the doctoral examineewith a major
negotiationexerciseat hand.The event,however,
becomeslessliabletoindividualidiosyncrasiesa well
aslessprivatised.
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I distinctlyrememberaskingmyownexaminers
duringmy viva whetherI shouldpursuea
protractedqualificationofapointwithwhichthere
wasadisagreementof interpretation.I feltobliged
tomanagethevivaastwooverlappingbutdistinct
texts.Onewasthemoreacademicscript,where
the disciplineof a groundedandinterpretative
critiquewouldholdswayandwhereits pursuit
wasencouraged,expectedandwouldbeultimately
rewarded..The secondwas moreintuitive,and
requireda sensibilityta a confluence.ofpawer
whichprescribedwhetherto pushfarwards.or
bendbackwards,whetherapositianwasdebatable
or[mal.My defencewasultimatelysuccessfulbut
theexperiencewasnotpleasant.Andthepostviva
'celebration'wasanodd,anamicaftereffect:I
keptaskingmyself:WhatshauldI besayingtomy
erstwhilexaminers?
Recently,a u.K. doctaralstudentspokein
publicaboutwhatwasreferredta asa conspiracy
of silence.This.constitutesa farm.ofprafessianal
exclusianwhichbestowsuncheckedpawerantwa
academicstomake.orbreak,asvivaexaminers,a
candidate's career (British Socialogical
AssociatianNetwarkNewsletter,May 1993,p.7).
Apartfromthemerits.ofthisspecial,butpossibly
potunique,case,I cannothelpagreeingwiththe
unnamedauthorthat it would be at least
interestingto hear.oftheexperiencesof other
academics(andsociologistsin particular)abaut
the [mal PhD viva encounter2.Studentsand
examinersalikearestill shirkingframpublicly
espousingthe narrative of their defence
experience(s)andhavesa far failedto bringta
bearthetoalsof theirtradeanthisveryspecial
caseofparticipantobservation.
Sociologistsoftendeclarewithpridethatit is
themissiananddestinyof theircraft to pase
questianswherenoneseemtaexist;ta propasea
criticalperspectivetowhat.otherwisemightappear
asscientificallyintact;agiven,astatementof fact.
Admittedly,hawever,thepracessi asilluminating
as it is subversive(e.g. Giddens1982,p.2).
Difficultiesmay and da emergewhen the
custadiansand curators.of the 'truth' take
2A CD-ROMsearchhasidentifiedonlytwaitemsin
the publicdomainon sucha topic.Neitheris in
Englishand,with no abstractsavailable,it is not
possibletotellwhethertheyraiseargumentsrelevant
orsimilartotheonesfoundin thispaper.SeeHernadi
(1982)andZaks(1989).
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objectionto pursuitswhicheroq.etheirauthority
andlegitimacy,exposetheirhiddeninterestsand
agendas,revealdecisionsaspolitical,deconstruct
the auraandmystiqueinto moreof the same
humanendeavours.But whathappenswhenthe
truth-makersare themselvesmembersof the
subvertingprofession?
To sumup, it appearsthat the viva voce
encounterneedsto be recognisedexplicitlyas
harbouringakeyproblem,thatofacombinationof
silence,imprecisecriteriaandroleambiguity.In
sociologicalterms,there is a clear lack of
structure.Thisconditionis notliableto improve
since the viva eventis intendedas a on-off
interactionof theparticipants.Thereis nowayof
es~ablishing mutual expectations and
understandings;no prior insights afforded
regardingthechoiceof examiningstyle- such
organisationonly developsduring the viva
(Fineman1993,p.11). Henceit is a shaky
platform which gives rise to personal
idiosyncrasiesandlatitudes"allthemorewhenthe
partiesareunpreparedforsuchanexperience.One
mustnoteherethatmostdoctoralsupervisorsand
exaniiners,in Britainandelsewhere,havenothad
the opportunityto undergotraining in, or
evaluationof, supervisorypracticeorexamination
procedure.
The sociologicalmission,beinginterpretative,
reflectiveandgrounded,wouldbe hardput to
justifyits credibilitywereit to refuseto turnon
itselfthefull weightof itstechniques,evenonthis
mostesotericofitsceremonies.
This,then,is 'anarticleforburning'3:Itsgistis
thatonecannotfail to.lea.veunquestionedand
unexaminedthisverysignificantmilestonein the
academicdiscipline.Publishedliteratureand
oommentaryonthevivaeventisstill-apartfrom
. scant- verymucha dom~ of theb~and.bideed,
publishedaccountsof an auto":interrogative
, charactershouldjoin thestapledietof z:eading
lists,1?etterp eparingdoctoralstudentsforwhatis,
m,'more,senses'than one, their defence.Role
. playmg'scenariosof theviva 'encounterwithin
<;lo~toralprogrammesmayfurtherassiststudents
to cometo bettertermswi~ thepossibilitiesof
3With apologiestoBourdieu1988:Chapter2 which
adoptsthetitle'ABookfor Burning'? Thisis inspired
byarenegademandarinwhosotitledaworkin which
herevealedtherulesof themandarins'game.
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procedureandnegotiationandto bothappreciate
andcultivateasenseofstrategicflexibility.
Of course,thetaskisbynomeansaneasyone.
Thereis evidentlynot enoughon the actual
practicesof PhD vivas.Eventhisvery,paperis
basedona veryselectcorpusof data,thisbeing
mainly my own anecdotaland jaundiced
recollectionof a one-offevent.It includesno
interviews,no sadtalesfromthosewhosethesis
hasbeendeferredorawardedalowerdegree.Such
a widerbaseof vivaethnographyandnarrative
wouldhaveprovidedtheframeworkto a much
moresubstantivepiece.
Nevertheless,theviva,likeanyotherpeculiar
socialencounter,conditionsandlimitstheusesand
depthofresearchmethodology.
Sadviva talesarebestforgottenor glossed
over;thosewhohavere-examinationrdealsprefer
toprivatisetheirexperience;onlyasuccessfulviva
is goodenoughto boostone'sacademicapital.
Thereis strongpressurewithintheacademicbody
corporateorecollectthevivaeventasnothingbut
. apersonaltriumph.Afterall,therearefewsocial
worldswherepowerdependssostronglyonbelief
(Bourdieu1988,p.91).
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